Slovakia is a country where the purchase of OTC (over the counter) medicines outside the pharmacy is not allowed by the government. This study aimed at evaluating patients' satisfaction and acceptance of community pharmacists. Customer's behaviour and expectations influencing the purchase of prescription and OTC medicines were analyzed. A structured questionnaire having 15 multiple-choice questions was used to analyze the descriptive parameters. Data collection lasted from January to February 2014. The sample size consisted of 357 high-school educated individuals under 40 years of age. The survey showed that the prescription and OTC medicines were bought equally. The participants reported a 96.0%, 96.3% and 90.2% satisfaction rate with willingness and approach of the community pharmacist, pharmacy services and provision of drug information respectively. As for the OTC medicines, 89.5% people considered the pharmacist an expert: 88.2% purchased medicines with pharmacist's recommendation, 97.8% needed a professional counselling and 97.2% required a pharmacist's guidance. As for the prescription drugs, only 72.1% considered the pharmacist an expert: 96.3% suggested that physician's prescription was significant and 88.3% considered pharmacist's guidance in the process of selection of prescription medicines nonessential. A comprehensible and respectable conversation was highly expected in regards to both the OTC and prescription medicines.
INTRODUCTION
Two types of dispensing activities are inevitably performed in community pharmacies -dispensing of prescription medicines accompanied by professional consultation, and provision of over the counter (OTC) medicines along with advice on self-care (Pharmacy Board of Australia, 2015) . Facing the challenges of self-care, pharmaceutical care has become even more important over the past decades. (WHO, 1998) . For the pharmacists, their greater involvement in patients' self-care also means greater responsibility towards their customers. There is an increased need for accountability of pharmacists since appropriate self-medication is far from being a safe practice, particularly in the case of nonresponsible self-medication (Ruiz, 2010) . Community pharmacists are often the only health experts, able to help patients in making informed decisions about their self-care and prevent the risks associated with self-medication. Comprehensive and adequate dispensing processes of prescription and OTC medicines require greater focus on patients' health needs than on product marketing (Bennadi, 2013) .
Studies report that people consider community pharmacists to be a credible and accessible source of information, particularly in the case of minor ailments and OTC medicines. They are widely accepted as qualified health care providers and drug experts (You et al., 2011; Catic, Jusufovic, Tabakovic, 2013) . Although physicians are considered the most important source of information in regards to prescription medicines, good pharmaceutical counselling improves patients' knowledge, as well as the use of medicines (Horvat, Kos, 2015) . Patients' satisfaction expresses how well the role of a pharmacist meets patients' expectations in real-life practice. Even though patients' satisfaction is not a precisely defined concept, it is recognised as an important quality indicator of the services delivery system (Al-Abri, Al-Balushi, 2014) . The relationship between patient expectations and satisfaction is complex. Opinions vary on the extent to which patients' expectations and satisfaction influence their health outcomes. Some suggest that higher expectations predict greater satisfaction, others report that satisfaction may sometimes be deceptively high due to low expectations (Kassam, Collins, Berkowitz, 2012; Licina et al., 2012) .
Slovakia, as a country in transition, provides mainly traditional pharmaceutical services, such as: dispensing of prescription and OTC medicines; prescription and OTC medicines counselling, self-care consultancy and preparation of medicines. A total of 4,419 pharmacists in 1,972 community pharmacies currently provide pharmaceutical care in Slovakia (Slovak Chamber of Pharmacists, 2016) . Intensive development of pharmaceutical care in Slovakia, similar to other former post-socialistic countries, have brought many positive elements over recent years (Szalayova et al., 2014) . Nevertheless, the traditional approach to pharmaceutical practice persists, and the progress of patient-oriented pharmaceutical care is slow. Dispensing of medicines, as the main part of pharmaceutical care is regulated by European legislation (Wiedenmayer et al., 2006) . Provision of medicines is restricted to bricks-andmortar pharmacies, whereas internet pharmacies can also provide OTC medicines. Prescription medicines account for approximately 89% of the overall turnover in Slovak pharmacies (Szalayova et al., 2014) while the share of OTC medicines is only around 10%. The data describing the current position of community pharmacies as medicinal and business entities are limited . Most of the non-chain pharmacies face financial instability. Regardless of the lack of reliable information sources in this field, there are a few studies which map patients' satisfaction with pharmaceutical care and their expectations towards services provided by community pharmacies in Slovakia (Minarikova, 2015; Minarikova, Malovecká, Foltán, 2015) .
The objective of this study was to identify the role of community pharmacists in prescription and OTC medicines counselling. Furthermore, it focuses on evaluating customer behaviour during the purchase of prescription and OTC medicines in relation to patient satisfaction and their expectations.
METHODS
We developed a structured survey instrument from an already published study (Villako, Volmer, Raal, 2012) . All items were translated into the Slovak language using back translation. Subsequently, single items were slightly modified to assure clarity of understanding for lay population and to mirror the purpose of the survey better. The researchers performed a systematic face validity assessment of the final instrument in cooperation with five professionals in the field of pharmaceutical care in Slovakia. They agreed that the instrument showed a high level of face validity. The final questionnaire is included at the end of this article. It consists of fifteen multiple-choice items addressing the following aspects:
(1) socio-demographic information (age, gender, education, monthly income) of surveyed participants; (2) purchase information of prescription medicines, OTC medicines and dietary supplements (vitamins, minerals and herbal products); (3) satisfaction with and trustworthiness towards community pharmacists in regards to pharmaceutical care provision; (4) expectations towards community pharmacists during the purchase of prescription and/or OTC medicines. For open questions, a four-point Likert scale was used. We performed pilot testing of the instrument on ten randomly chosen patients of a community pharmacy that were asked for additional feedback on wording, clarity, and format of the questionnaire and the accompanying instructions. Refinements were required within the accompanying instructions only. Results from pilot testing were not included in the final study analysis. Data collection took place from January to February 2014 using Google Drive Questionnaire system to reach the participants.
RESULTS
During the eight-week study period, 402 respondents participated in completing the questionnaire. From these, only 357 fully completed questionnaires and were included in the final study analysis. Respondents' characteristics are summarised in Table I . The majority of the participants were under 40 years of age (79.8%), female (61.7%) and high school educated (69.7%). The results showed that during the last 12 months, participants had purchased both OTC (31.9%) and prescription medicines (30.2%) equally often. More specifically, prescription medicines for treatment of chronic diseases accounted only for 12.0% of the overall purchases, and Dietary supplements accounted for 26.1% of the overall purchases and the rest (11.8%) of the purchases comprised of other goods (medical devices, baby food, cosmetics). Pharmacies located close to patients' places of residence (50.4%), shopping centres (27.2%) and health care facilities (20.7%) were visited most frequently. Cold and cough medicines (36.7%) together with analgesics for oral use (26.3%) were the most frequently purchased OTC medicines. These were followed by topical analgesics and anti-inflammatory medicines (11.2%), medicines for gastrointestinal disorders (7.3%), antihistamines (7.3%), tonics (1.7%) and others (9.5%).
Study participants showed high satisfaction (fully satisfied / rather satisfied) with the community pharmacists' willingness and approach (96.1%) as well as with the community pharmacy services (96.4%). Lower satisfaction was reported with the provision of drug information (90.2%).
Most of the surveyed participants (91.3%) considered the pharmacists to be experts on drugs and trusted them (certainly yes / probably yes). More specifically, the pharmacists were considered experts on prescription medicines and OTC medicines together with dietary supplements by 72.1% and 89.5% of the participants respectively.
While recommendation by a physician was the most important factor influencing the purchase of prescription medicines (96.3%), recommendation by a pharmacist was the most important factor influencing the purchase of OTC medicines (88.2%). Recommendation by family and friends was more significant for OTC than prescription medicines (53.2% vs. 42.3%) and likewise was the price (58.6% vs. 42.1%). The impact of drug advertisement on purchase decisions was reported to be small in both cases (5.2 % Rx; 12.6% OTC).
Participants reported high expectations towards pharmacists during the purchase of prescription as well as OTC medicines. Comprehensible conversation (99.2% Rx; 99.5% OTC) and respectable communication (99.0% Rx; 98.8% OTC) count to the most frequent expectations of the participants. Pharmacist's guidance on the selection of appropriate medicines (97.2%) and professional counselling (97.8%) were significant expectations mostly in regards to OTC medicines. 
DISCUSSION
Appropriate information provided to patients contributes to safe and effective treatment. Pharmacists and physicians play a key role in this process. They are the health care professionals authorised and obliged to provide specialised information as part of their dispensing and consulting activities. Their crucial importance lies not only in responsible guidance by choosing the right medicines, but also in the consecutive monitoring of the treatment, including self-medication. Currently, the main healthrelated activity of a pharmacist is to assure the quality of drug dispensing (Beney, Bero, Bond, 2000) . Many factors related to pharmacists, patients and medicines affect the quality of drug dispensing process. A Brazilian study pointed out that pharmacists lack the satisfactory knowledge required for drug dispensing. The results showed that there is a need to restructure pharmaceutical education in respect to strengthening the role of the pharmacist in the pharmacotherapy (Reis et al., 2015) . Evaluation of patients' satisfaction with health care is considered to be a tool for improvement of its quality. It also indicates the fulfilment of patients' individual demands and needs. Previous publications confirmed high patient satisfaction with provided pharmaceutical care in Slovakia. In a regional survey, 82.0% of the respondents reported their satisfaction with provided pharmaceutical care (Minarikova, Malovecká, Foltán, 2015) . The later national survey revealed a different evaluation of individual dimensions of pharmaceutical care: while 86.7% of the respondents provided a positive assessment of Interpersonal Relationship, only 65.4% of the respondents positively evaluated the Managing Therapy (Minarikova, 2015) . This research consistently showed high patient satisfaction with the willingness and approach of community pharmacists (96.0%) as well as with pharmacy services provided by community pharmacists (96.3%). In this study lower satisfaction with information on medicines (90.2%) was also reported. Pharmacy services offered in a community pharmacy include dispensing, product-related services and pharmaceutical care services, such as immunisations, smoking cessation assistance, health screening, medication therapy management, wellness screening, nutritional support, and disease management services (Doucette et al., 2006) . Providing additional pharmacy services is consistent with the pharmacy professions movement to provide pharmaceutical care and to expand the roles of pharmacists in medication use beyond distributional activities. It is necessary to emphasise, that conditions for this type and extent of pharmacy services are not adequate in Slovakia and community pharmacists mainly offered dispensing and product related services.
High patient satisfaction was related to high patient expectations in our survey. Respondents expected comprehensible conversation, respectable communication including fast and pleasant service in case of prescription and OTC medicines. Professional counselling and guidance by the pharmacist on the selection of an appropriate medicine were the most important aspects in the case of OTC medicines. As Schommer concluded, patients' expectations and knowledge of counselling services provided by pharmacists are important for the provision of these services. The potential positive outcomes that result from counselling can remain unrealised if patients do not attend or comply with the counselling (Schommer, 1997) . Confirming the results of an Estonian survey (Villako, Volmer, Raal, 2012) , the purchase of medicines in Slovak community pharmacies is influenced mainly by recommendations from health care professionals. In the case of prescription medicines patients trust more physicians (96.3%), while in case of OTC medicines, recommendations from pharmacists were more important than recommendations from physicians (88.2% vs. 83.0%). This corresponds with the findings of our study where participants considered the pharmacist to be an expert on OTC medicines and dietary supplements (89.5%) more than on prescription medicines (72.1%). Furthermore, our study showed a low impact of drug advertisements and drug price on the purchase of medicines. The Slovak legislation does not allow advertisement of prescription medicines to the public, but advertisement of OTC medicines is intensive and frequent. Advertisement of products is a basic marketing tool for a successful purchase, although people do not recognise its impact on their decision-making process (Al-Haddad, Hamam, Al-Shakhshir, 2014) .
Several studies investigated patient's perception of pharmacists (Catic, Jusufovic, Tabakovic, 2013) (Kelly et al., 2014) . Minarikova puts forward that 73.6% of the respondents considered the pharmacist to be an expert on medicines, medical devices and other goods in the pharmacy. Furthermore, 65.1% of the respondents accepted the pharmacist as an advisor and expert on health issues, disease treatment, and disease prevention (Minarikova, Malovecká, Foltán, 2015) . In the current study, 91.3% of the participants trusted the pharmacist as an expert on medicines. Paradoxically, pharmacists' self-evaluation is worse. They mostly viewed themselves primarily as "dispensers of medication," not patientcentred practitioners (Rosenthal et al., 2011) .
The results of the current study need to be viewed and interpreted considering the following limitations. The questionnaire instrument used in our study was derived from a previous study conducted in Estonia without cross-cultural adaptation. Additionally, reliability and construct validity of the survey instrument were not evaluated; we assessed the face validity of the instrument only. Our study was also limited by its small sample size and over-representation of younger participants with higher education, which may not properly represent the overall Slovak population. Many variables, such as age, gender or education level can be significantly associated with the satisfaction level and patients' requirements on the pharmacist. Further, detailed analysis of the correlation between these factors and marketing data is necessary and highly recommended. The knowledge of these relationships could provide us with valuable information necessary for the provision of personalised high-quality pharmaceutical care.
CONCLUSION
This research, likewise the previous ones, points out that Slovaks are very satisfied with community pharmacists and have high expectations towards provided pharmaceutical care. Pharmacists are considered as trusted health care professionals and people accept them as counsellors mainly on OTC medicines and selfmedication. However, our study has also shown that pharmacists need to pay more attention to the provided information and should offer pharmaceutical services on a daily routine. 
